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President Vicente Fox Quesada, as part of a strategy to greatly improve human rights in Mexico,
has joined several domestic and international human rights organizations in a campaign to end
impunity and eradicate torture. "We are going to eradicate torture forever," Fox pledged in a speech
before the Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDH) in early March. As part of his overall
commitment to improve human rights in Mexico, Fox also promised to end discrimination and
exploitation and promote the rights of indigenous peoples and migrants from other countries.
Additionally, the president reiterated his commitment to review the cases of jailed prisoners of
conscience, including Brig. Gen. Jose Francisco Gallardo Rodriguez and environmental activists
Rodolfo Montiel and Teodoro Cabrera. Gallardo was taken into custody in 1993 after publishing an
article critical of the Mexican army's human rights record. Former President Ernesto Zedillo refused
to review Gallardo's case (see SourceMex, 1999-01-20 and 1999-06-30). Cabrera and Montiel, who
launched a campaign to stop multinational corporations from logging in Guerrero state forests, are
serving controversial 10-year sentences on drugs and weapons charges.
In February of this year, Fox directed officials in his administration to review the Cabrera and
Montiel cases to determine whether they have been imprisoned unjustly (see SourceMex,
2001-02-14). Reports say Mexico needs to improve human rights The president's commitment to
eradicate torture follows the release of a handful of reports critical of Mexico's failure to significantly
improve its human rights record. The reports published by Amnesty International (AI), the InterAmerican Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), and the US State Department said the federal
armed forces and local police have continued to use torture as a tool to gain confessions from
suspects and to silence political opponents.
The AI report, published in late February, contained some telling statistics: Mexico has been the
world's leading importer of leg irons, straitjackets, and other torture instruments from the US
during the past three years. The organization, citing statistics obtained from the US Department of
Commerce, said Mexico acquired US$15.78 million of torture equipment from US suppliers between
1997 and 2000. "We are concerned about the volume of Mexican purchases in these categories," said
Alistair Hodgett, a spokesperson for AI's Washington office.
Similarly, the US State Department's annual report on human rights in Mexico cited torture
as a problem that has prevailed in Mexico. "The [Mexican] police regularly obtain information
through torture, prosecutors use this evidence in courts, and the courts continue to admit as
evidence confessions extracted under torture," said the report released in late February. Mexican
human rights organizations applauded Fox's commitment to bring a higher profile to the issue of
torture, but also urged the president to back his words with actions. "We are hopeful that...the new
administration will make real progress and offer real solutions to resolve once and for all the huge
problem that has been the scourge of Mexico,"said Carmen Herrera of the Centro de Derechos
Humanos Miguel Agustin Pro Juarez (PRODH). Herrera also urged Fox to follow up on his words.
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"If the government does not take concrete steps, that would lead us to question the administration's
will to tackle this problem," she said.

Reforms needed in police, armed forces
Mariclaire Acosta, the president's special ambassador on human rights, acknowledged that the Fox
administration may not be able to produce immediate results because this would require a change
in the longstanding practices of local police and the armed forces. Still, Acosta expressed hope that
renewed attention to torture would bring sufficient public pressure on local officials to eradicate the
practice. "The problem of torture is enormous in Mexico, and we have to build enormous public will
to change it," said Acosta.
Some human rights activists supported Acosta's position that the attention could help reduce the
incidence of torture. "The media, the people, and human rights organizations are more vigilant
now," human rights activist and author Sergio Aguayo told The Washington Post. "So it is becoming
more and more difficult for the torturers to evade public scrutiny." Aguayo blamed the longgoverning Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) for perpetuating torture, which was used to
protect the political regime by silencing opponents. "[Local authorities] had impunity as long as they
remained loyal to the political powers," Aguayo said.
Some political observers said Fox could face his greatest challenge in changing the practices of the
armed forces, which have been allowed to operate without civilian accountability. In addition to
questions about Fox's ability to control the military, human rights activists raised concerns about
the president's appointment of a military officer, Gen. Rafael Macedo de la Concha, as Mexico's
top prosecutor and about the continuing existence of paramilitary groups in Chiapas and other
southeastern states.
"On the one hand, you have the justice system on the federal level in the hands of a military
official," said Juan Lopez, a leader with the Chiapas-based Centro de Derechos Humanos Fray
Bartolome de las Casas. "And at the local level, you have paramilitary groups that are connected to
the military."

Cancun incident a black mark for Fox government
Fox's commitment to improve human rights in Mexico was also questioned in the aftermath of the
World Economic Forum in Cancun in late February. Members of the federal police (Policia Federal
Preventiva, PFP) and municipal officers were criticized for using excessive violence to repel antiglobalization protestors, who had blocked the peninsula's main highway for three hours. At least 40
protestors and three police officers were injured during confrontations.
Local and federal authorities exchanged blame for the incident. Cancun mayor Sonia Magaly
Achach de Ayuso and local police chief Ruben Villegas Sanchez said the PFP and Fox's security
contingent were in charge of all security arrangements and were ultimately responsible for the
excessive violence. But an internal memo written by the Secretaria de Defensa Nacional (SEDENA)
and obtained by the weekly news magazine Proceso blamed the administration of Yucatan Gov.
Victor Cervera Pacheco, who joined with Achach de Ayuso to orchestrate an attack on protestors.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53546
ISSN: 1054-8890

The memo indicated that Cervera and Achach, both members of the PRI, wanted to embarrass
the Fox administration during the economic forum. The memo said the PFP did not participate in
any acts of violence against the protestors. "After an exhaustive investigation, we determined that
the Cancun municipal police force acted on its own to repress the young demonstrators," said the
memo, quoted by Proceso.
Achach de Ayuso acknowledged she and Cervera are personal friends, but denied any plot to
embarrass the Fox administration. "This is a pure fantasy," the Cancun mayor told the official
news agency Notimex. (Sources: El Financiero, 02/27/01; The New York Times, 02/28/01; Reforma,
02/26/01, 03/01/01; The News, 02/26-28/01, 03/01/01; CNI en Linea, 02/28/01, 03/01/01; Associated
Press, 02/27/01, 03/02/01; Reuters, 03/02/01; Proceso, 03/04/01; Notimex, 02/27/01, 03/06/01; Excelsior,
02/26-28/01, 03/01/01, 03/06/01; Novedades, 02/27/01, 03/01/01, 03/06/01; La Jornada, 02/27/01,
03/01/01, 03/06/01; El Universal, 02/28/01, 03/01/01, 03/02/01, 03/06/01; Reforma, 03/01/01, 03/02/01,
03/06/01; El Economista, 03/02/01, 03/06/01; The Washington Post, 03/06/01)
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